Abortion Splits House GOP 

Moderates Oppose Funding Amendment 


By kevinMerida 

Washingto n Post Staff Writer 

A group of moderate House Re- 
publicans plans to vote against a 
$17 billion spending-cut package 
next week if an antiabortion 
amendment is not stripped from 
the bill. The move threatens a 
floor fight on an issue that GOP 
leaders had promised to avoid in 
their first 100 days in the majori- 
ty. 

The amendment, passed by the 
House Appropriations Committee 
last week, would allow states to 
deny Medicaid funding for abor- 
tions for victims of rape or incest. 


“It was an arrogant amend- 
ment,” said Rep. Christopher 
Shays (R-Conn.). “It’s not part of 
any contract [with America], it’s 
not part of any cost savings, it’s 
not part of our agenda for the first 
100 days.” 

Shays said at least 30 Republi- 
cans and potentially as many as 50 
will not vote for any bill that con- 
tains the abortion-related amend- 
ment sponsored by Rep. Ernest J. 
Istook Jr. (R-Okla.) — enough de- 
fections to defeat the recision 
package, some Republicans said. 

Some moderate Republicans 
are becoming increasingly uncom- 
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| fortable with their party’s position 
| on some social issues. For instant 
| 20 mostly moderate GOP lawmak- 

| ers met this week with House 
| Speaker Newt Gingrich (R-Ga.) to 
| state their opposition to any future 
| cuts in federal funds for family plan- 
> ning. 

Their concerns reflect a larger 
schism among Republicans that 
threatens to play out in the 1996 
presidential race. Already, Ch ristian 
Coalition director Ralph Reed has 
warned that the GOP presidential 
ticket must be solidly against abor- 
tion to win the enthusiastic support 
of religious conservatives. 

The leading GOP presidential con- 
tenders, however, have been equally 
forceful in saying they will not use 
abortion as a litmus-test issue in se- 
lecting their running mates. 

Not wanting to exacerbate these 
tensions. Republican congressional 
leaders had hoped to keep abortion 
off the early legislative calendar. 

Many Republicans, including Gin- 
grich, were caught off guard when 
Istook’s amendment sailed through 
the Appropriations Committee dur- 
ing debate on spending reductions. 

A day before the committee vote, 
Gingrich was not even aware of the 
measure and said he would “person- 
ally have a hard time voting for 
that.” 

He later said he had misunder- 
stood the amendment’s purpose and 
endorsed it because it “permits 
states to decide how to spend their 
money on Medicaid. It does not 
force them either to spend the mon- 
ey on abortion for . . . rape and in- 
cest, nor does it prohibit them from 
doing so.” 

Istook argues that his amendmpnt 
was not designed to reopen the polit- 
ical fight over abortion but rather to 
clarify the original intent of a 1993 
law that the Clinton a dminis tration 
has contended requires states to 
provide Medicaid-fimded abortions 
in cases of rape or incest. Istook’s 
amendment would leave that deci- 
sion to the states, unless the preg- 
nant woman’s life is endangered. 

Six states currently refuse to use 
Medicaid funds to pay for abortions 
in cases of rape or incest, according 
to an official at the Health Care Fi- 
nancing Administration. 

Medicaid, the federal-state insur- 
ance program for the poor, tradition- 



ally has been banned by Congress 
from using federal funds for abortion 
coverage except to save the wom- 
an’s life. Two years ago, abortion- 
rights supporters won a small victo- 
ry by getting rape and incest rein- 
stated as exceptions to the ban. 

House Judiciary Committee Chair- 
man Henry J. Hyde (R-Ill.), the origi- 
nal sponsor of the ban on Medicaid- 
funded abortions, said he supports 
Istook’s effort because “the Hyde 
amendment was never intended to 
dictate to the states whether or how 
they should pay for abortions.” 

Ironically, the fierce debate over 
Istook’s amendment is about lan- 
guage governing a so-far minuscule 
number of abortions. According to 
the Health Care Financing Adminis- 
tration, in the last fiscal year Medic- 
aid covered only two abortions as a 
result of rape nationwide and none 
as a result of incest But Democrats 
say the numbers have been larger in 
previous years. 

Nonetheless, the issue has 
spawned a flurry of letters and meet- 
ings as different Republican factions 
try to influence their colleagues and 
their leadership, which is trying to 
broker a compromise to avert an 
embarrassing defeat next week on 
its spending-cut package. 

"We’re trying to talk to both sides 
to see if we can work out something 
so we can avoid a rules fight and a 
fight on the Moor that may jeopardize 
the recision package,” a House lead- 
ership aide said. Yesterday, partici- 


pants in these discussions said there 

had been progress but no resolution. 

Moderate Republicans are hoping 
the leadership will prevail on Istook 
to withdraw his amendment from 
the bill or allow for floor procedures 
in which a single member can strike 
the Istook provision with a parlia- 
mentary maneuver known as a 
“point of order.” 

Neither side appears to want a 
full-blown fight over abortion, rape 
and incest on the floor. “I think it’ s 
going to hurt the image of the par- 
ty,” said Rep. Constance A. Morelia 
(R-Md.), who opposes the Istook 
amendment. “I think we’re going to 
send out the wrong message to the 
American people.” 

But the politics of defeating the 
Istook provision itself are tricky — 
especially if the only option oppo- 
nents are given is an up-or-down 
vote on their own amendment to 
strip it. Congressional sources say 
there are only 146 lawmakers in the 
House who consistently support 
abortion rights, compared to 218 
antiabortion lawmakers and 71 law- 
makers who fall in a gray area. 

“Those of us who are pro-choice 
are very angry about it ” Rep. James 
C. Greenwood (R-Pa.) said of the Is- 
took amendment. “It’s hard enough 
to vote for that recision package as 
it is.” 

Fearing that a GOP-led attack on 
federal family planning funds is also 
just around the comer. Greenwood 
organized a letter to Gingrich signed 
by 35 mostly moderate Republicans, 
saying that without such funds 
‘thousands of additional low-income 
women” will be forced onto the wel- 
fare roles. 

A delegation met with Gingrich 
this week about preserving the $200 
million-a-year program. And while 
they were at it, they expressed their 
opposition to the Istook amendment. 

House Majority Whip Tom DeLay 
(R-Tex.) is still considering offering 
a $25 million cut in family planning 
funds when the spending-cut pack- 
age reaches the floor next week. 

“If $25 million is added to the re- 
cision bill. I’m not voting for the re- 
cision bill,” Greenwood said. 

House Rules Committee Chair- 


man Gerald B.H. Solomon '(R-N.Y.) 
said it was unlikely that a DeLay 
amendment on family planning funds 
would be allowed. 


